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Why  Chretien  confidant  Pat  Lavelle  owes  his  career  to  the  prime  minisl 


Export  Development 
Corporation  chairman 
used  to  oppose  free  trade 


byjackAubry 

TORONTO  -  The  chairman  of 
Canada’s  secretive  Export  Develop¬ 
ment  Corporation  is  a  charming  Liber¬ 
al  who  often  brags  that  he  was  die  first 
to  tell  Jean  Chretien  that  he  had  the 
right  stuff  to  be  prime  minister. 

Sixty-year-old  executive  Patrick 
Lavelle  and  several  of  the  agency’s 
board  members  give  the  EDC  the  de¬ 
cided  look  of  a  Grit-controlled  corpo¬ 
ration. 

He  and  EDC  president  A.  Ian  Gille¬ 
spie  —  the  son  of  a  former  cabinet 
minister  under  Pierre  Trudeau  —  sit 
at  the  top  of  the  federal  body,  which 
quietly  shells  out  billions  of  dollars  in 
loans  around  the  w6rld  each  year,  of¬ 
ten  to  the  benefit  of  Liberal-friendly 
corporations. 

While  it  is  true  that  Mr.  Chretien 
doled  out  patronage  appointments  to 
most  of  the  political  friends  who 
helped  get  him  to  24  Sussex  Drive,  few 
have  done  as  well  as  Mr.  Lavelle. 

It  was  in  the  late  1960s  when  Mr. 
Lavelle  first  told  an  ambitious  Mr. 
Chretien  that  he  had  a  bright  future  in 
politics.  And  30  years  later,  the  former 
lobbyist  is  still  being  rewarded. 

"I  say  that  I  am  the  first,  but  let’s  say, 
to  be  more  humble,  I’m  among  the 
first,”  says  Mr.  Lavelle,  who  worked  for 
former  Liberal  senator  and  cabinet 
minister  Allan  MacEachen.  “But  I 
knew  Jean  Chretien  when  he  became 
member  of  parliament  (in  1963).  His 
office  was  across  from  me. 

“So  I’ve  known  Jean  Chretien  a  long 
time  and  always  found  him  to  be  a  very 
attractive  political  guy.” 

(On  the  question  of  whether  Mr. 
Chretien  should  run  again,  Mr.  Lavelle 
is  cagey  and  says  it’s  “the  PM’s  call”) 

In  1995,  Mr.  Lavelle  was  named 
chairman  of  the  Federal  Business  De¬ 
velopment  Bank,  another  Crown  cor¬ 
poration  that  hands  out  billions  in 
loans,  now  known  as  the  Business  De¬ 
velopment  Bank  of  Canada  —  in  this 
case  to  small  Canadian  businesses. 
Then  in  1998,  he  accomplished  a  rare 
back-to-back  patronage  feat  with  his 
EDC  appointment. 

In  an  interview  at  his  EDC  office  in 
Toronto  this  week,  Mr.  Lavelle  ex¬ 
plained  that  the  EDC  chairmanship 
was  his  first  choice  when  Mr.  Chretien 
asked  him  what  he  would  like  to  do  for 
the  government  after  the  Liberal  victo¬ 
ry  in  1993. 

But  the  position  was  filled  at  the 
time  by  Alexander  Stuart  of  the  Elec- 
trolyser  Corporation  Ltd.,  so  Mr. 
Lavelle  instead  took  on  the  federal 
bank  until  the  EDC  position  came 
open. 

Currently  in  the  last  year  of  his  first 
three-year  term  at  EDC,  Mr.  Lavelle  is 
expected  to  be  re-appointed  to  a  sec¬ 
ond  term  by  Mr.  Chretien  later  this 
year. 

He’s  an  interesting  appointment  for 
two  reasons:  His  deep  connections  in 
the  Liberal  party,  and  the  anti-free- 
trade  comments  he  made  in  the  early 
1990s.  He  acknowledges  the  liaison 
role  he  plays  between  the  EDC  and  the 
Liberal  government,  running  board 
meetings  and  conferring  with  minis¬ 
ters  before  every  board  meeting. 

But  Mr.  Lavelle  claims  that  he  is  no 
longer  active  as  a  Liberal  and  does  not 
advise  Mr.  Chretien  “on  a  political  ba¬ 
sis.” 

“No,  no.  When  I  take  on  the  chair- 
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Pat  Lavelle’s  relationship  with  Jean  Chretien  goes  back  almost  40  years,  and  it  is  that  loyal  friendship  with 
the  prime  minister  that  got  him  where  is,  Mr.  Lavelle  acknowledges.  But  he  says  his  experience  in  the 
corporate  world  makes  him  more  than  qualified  to  be  chairman  of  the  Export  Development  Corporation. 


admits  in  interviews. 

“I  don’t  think  patronage  is  a  dirty 
word  or,  if  I  did,  I’d  be  indicting  myself 
...  I’ve  always  been  a  Liberal,”  Mr. 
Lavelle  told  the  Financial  Post  last  year. 

Mr.  Lavelle  and  Mr.  Chretien  have 
been  friends  almost  40  years,  and  the 
prime  minister  includes  him  in  a  tight 
circle  of  influential  political  advisers 
whom  he  can  count  on  his  fingers. 

The  long-lasting  friendship  began 
when  Mr.  Lavelle  helped  Mr.  Chretien, 
at  the  time  a  rookie  MP  with  some  un¬ 
employment  insurance  problems  in 
his  riding.  Mr.  Lavelle  was  considered 
one  of  the  grand  charmers  of  the  inter¬ 
governmental  circuit  who  was  known 
for  making  the  first  phone  call  of  con¬ 
gratulations. 

There  is  the  well-known  story  of 
when  Mr.  Chretien  was  appointed 
Canada’s  first  French-Canadian  minis¬ 
ter  of  finance  in  1977.  Ontario  treasurer 
Darcy  McKeough  was  quickly  on  the 


leader.” 

There  are  not  many  people  who 
could  be  appointed  the  head  of  an  ex¬ 
port  corporation  after  making  strong 
protectionist  statements  less  than  10 
years  ago,  calling  free  trade  with  the 
Americans  “disastrous.” 

Explaining  himself  today,  Mr.  Lavelle 
says:  “I  never  wanted  to  consider  my¬ 
self  as  a  protectionist.  I’m  interested  in 


international  trade.” 

At  a  1990  conference  in  Toronto,  Mr. 
Lavelle  and  union  leader  Buzz  Har¬ 
grove  spoke  out  against  free-trade 
talks  with  Mexico.  Mr.  Lavelle  said:  “It 
appears  we  have  learned  very  little  as 
a  result  of  the  disastrous  outcome  of 
the  free-trade  negotiations  with  the 
United  States.” 

During  the  1990  leadership  race  as 


Mr.  Chretien’s  Ontario  camp 
ager,  and  later  during  the  199 
Mr.  Lavelle  steered  Mr.  Ch 
ward  the  position  that  the . 
deal  with  the  U.S.  should  be  1 

Of  course,  nothing  of  thi 
curred  after  the  election. 

Mr.  Lavelle  dismisses  his 
comments  about  free  trac 
they  were  made  “in  a  diffe 
text.” 

“When  we  got  into  the  ne 
of  free  trade  and  FTA  with  t 
course,  I  was  a  governmen 
The  position  of  the  governm 
tario  was  against  the  deal,’ 
Lavelle.  “What  we  did  as  o 
the  government  was  to  point 
of  the  implications  of  the  c 
government  didn’t  do  certaii 
terms  of  adjustment  assistant 

Mr.  Lavelle,  who  eari 
$40,000  a  year  chairing  the  E 
says  he  spends  about  10  day 
on  EDC  business.  He  says  1 
and  its  committees  met  a  fc 
times  —  including  nine  boj 
ings  —  in  1999  as  the  EDC  u 
its  five-year  review. 

He  vows  that  the  EDC  wil 
under  his  stewardship. 

“I  have  attempted  to  do  1 
well  as  I  can  and  live  by  the  c 
just  talked  to  you  about.  I  a 
volved  in  politics  and  I  am  d 
as  chairman  of  a  Crown  co 
which  has  an  enormous  amc 
sponsibility,  has  a  very  wide  ] 
nomically  in  Canada,  and 
which  I  felt  that  I  was  very  ^ 
fled  to  do,”  sasy  Mr.  Lavelle. 

He  touts  the  “clean  bill  oft 
EDC  received  recently  fron 
General  Denis  Desautels.  H 
make  the  secretive  corpora 
transparent. 

“In  terms  of  the  informatio 
lish,  we  can  do  a  better  job.  C 
is  to  be  more  open  to  the  pul 
be  able  to  respond  to  the  < 
that  people  ask,  and  they  hav 
to  know.  They  are  taxpayers.’ 

It  is  very  likely  Mr.  Lave 
have  found  a  place  in  Mr.  C 
first  cabinet  had  he  decided 
the  1993  election.  Mr.  Lavelle 
tioned  frequently  in  the  run- 
election  as  a  potential  appoin 
date,  whereby  Mr.  Chretien  \ 
laterally  declare  him  the  Lil 
tender  for  Etobicoke-Lakeshc 

But  after  Mr.  Chretien  w i 
criticized  by  party  membe 
pointing  former  Toronto  n 
Eggleton,  Mr.  Lavelle  tumec 
offer  from  Mr.  Chretien  to 
euit  the  contentious  nominal 
ing  for  the  Etobicoke  spot. 

Mr.  Lavelle’s  appointment; 
man  to  two  powerful  Crown 
tions  have  been  low-key  anc 
free  of  controversy. 

“I’ve  never  regretted  (not  r 
1993).  No.  I  was  interested  i 
think  politics  is  a  very,  ve 
game,  so  I  have  no  regrets.” 

With  a  passkey  to  the  coi 
power  and  his  pockets  bulj 
patronage  plums,  Mr.  Lave 
looking  back. 
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I  don  t  think  patronage  is  a  dirty  wore 


